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1845-1928 

Birth:  April  30,  1845  in  Massachusetts,  United  States 

Death:  March  7,  1928 

Occupation:  Actor 

Source:  Dictionary  of  American  Biography  Base  Set.  American  Council  of  Learned  Societies, 
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BIOGRAPHICAL  ESSAY 

Crane,  William  Henry  (Apr.  30,  1845  -  Mar.  7,  1928),  actor,  was  born  at  Leicester,  Mass.,  the  son 
of  a  locksmith,  Amaziah  Brito  Crane,  and  of  his  wife,  Mary  Sophia  Masters.  At  the  age  of  seven 
or  eight  he  took  part  in  his  first  theatricals  in  a  barn  loft.  At  sixteen  he  graduated  from  the 
Brimmer  School  in  Boston;  and  during  that  same  year  his  name  appeared  for  the  first  time  on  a 
theatrical  program  when  when  he  acted  the  part  of  Hatchet  in  Black-Eyed  Susan  at 
Cambridgeport.  After  leaving  school  he  began  working  in  a  furniture  store,  but  was  unhappy  there 
and  continued  rehearsing  with  amateur  companies.  At  eighteen  he  joined  the  Holman  Opera  and 
Dramatic  Troupe  as  an  "apprentice,"  receiving  no  salary  at  first.  He  had  a  fine  bass  voice,  and  for 
several  years  his  forte  was  thought  to  be  light  opera.  He  sang  in  the  operas  of  Offenbach,  Balfe, 
Donizetti,  and  others,  though  he  had  also  numerous  spoken  parts  in  popular  plays  of  the  time.  He 


began  with  serious  or  "straight"  roles,  but,  substituting  on  one  oeeasion  For  a  eomedian  who  was 
ill,  he  made  such  a  hit  that  he  continued  to  play  comedy  throughout  most  of  his  career.  He 
remained  with  the  Holman  Company  seven  years  and  the  Oates  Opera  Company  four  years.  In 
1874  he  entered  R.  M.  Hooley's  stock  company  in  Chicago,  where  he  played  not  only  in  the 
melodrama  and  comedy  of  the  period,  but  in  Shakespearian  and  other  classics,  fn  1  877  he  made  a 
notable  success  in  a  new  play,  Evangeline.  That  year  also  marked  the  beginning  of  his  connection 
with  Stuart  Robson.  Crane  had  been  engaged  to  play  the  lead  in  a  comedy,  Our  Boarding  1  louse: 
then  plans  were  changed,  Robson  was  employed  for  the  leading  role,  and  Crane  given  one  less 
important.  Robson,  learning  the  facts,  came  to  Crane  and  offered  to  withdraw,  but  the  latter  would 
not  permit  it;  and  thus  began  a  partnership  which  continued  for  twelve  years  and  a  friendship 
which  endured  until  death.  One  of  their  best-remebered  hits  together  was  made  as  the  two 
Dromios  in  A  Comedy  of  Errors.  Crane  also  scored  in  such  parts  as  Falstaff,  'Squire  Hardcastlc. 
Sir  Toby  Belch,  but  the  partners  met  with  their  greatest  success  in  an  American  comedy,  The 
Henrietta,  by  Bronson  Howard.  In  1889  they  separated  amicably,  Crane  to  take  the  star  part  in  The 
Senator,  in  which  he  frankly  imitated,  in  makeup  and  "business,"  Senator  Plumb  of  Kansas. 
During  the  remainder  of  his  career  he  was  best  known  as  the  exponent  of  a  slightly  varying. 
homely,  American  type,  usually  a  bit  uncouth,  sometimes  gruff  and  crotchety,  but  sound  and 
kindly  at  heart.  Such  were  his  parts  in  On  Probation,  The  American  Minister,  Brother  John.  Fool 
of  Fortune,  The  Pacific  Mail,  and  The  Head  of  the  Family.  A  notable  variation  was  that  of  the 
tight-fisted,  heartless  screw  in  Business  is  Business  (1906).  From  1900  to  1903  he  played  perhaps 
his  greatest  hit,  David  Harum,  a  dramatization  of  Edward  Noyes  Westcott's  popular  novel.  This 
was  followed  by  The  Spenders  and  Business  is  Business.  Then  came  The  Senator  Keeps  House 
and  a  revival  of  She  Stoops  to  Conquer.  George  Ade's  Father  and  the  Boys  was  successful  in  the 
seasons  of  1907-10.  Crane's  last  play  was  The  New  Henrietta,  his  old  comedy  rewritten  and 
brought  up  to  date.  He  retired  from  the  legitimate  stage  in  1916,  though  in  November  of  the 
following  year  he  appeared  in  vaudeville.  The  last  years  of  his  life  were  spent  in  California,  where 
he  played  in  at  least  two  motion  pictures.  He  died  at  Hollywood,  survived  by  his  wife.  Ella  Chloe 
Myers  of  Utica,  N.Y.,  to  whom  he  was  married  on  Nov.  6,  1870. 

—  Alvin  F.  Harlow 

FURTHER  READINGS 

[The  major  source  is  Crane's  autobiography,  Footprints  and  Echoes  (1927).  See  also  Who's  Who 
in  America,  1926-27;  Who's  Who  in  the  Theatre,  1922;  T.  A.  Brown,  Hist,  of  the  N.Y.  Stage  (3 
vols.,  1903);  obituaries  in  leading  newspapers;  especially  N.Y.  Evening  Post,  Mar.  7.  N.Y.  Herald- 
Tribune,  and  Boston  Globe,  Mar.  8,  1928.  The  obituary  in  the  N.Y.  Times.  Mar.  8.  1928.  states 
that  the  initial  "H"  in  Crane's  name  stood  for  Henry.] 
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Crane.  William  H[enry]  (1845-1928),  actor.  A  native  of  Leicester,  Massachusetts,  he  made  his 
debut  in  1863  as  the  Notary  in  The  Daughter  of  the  Regiment  in  Harriet  Holman's  touring 
company,  with  which  he  remained  for  eight  seasons.  He  then  played  low  comedian  roles  with  the 
Alice  Oates  Light  Opera.  In  1874  Crane  created  the  role  of  Le  Blanc,  another  Notary,  in  the 
original  Evangeline.  Three  years  later  he  was  first  teamed  with  Stuart  ROBSON  [ne  Henry 
Robson  Stuart]  (1836-1903).  Robson  was  born  in  Annapolis  and  made  his  acting  debut  in 
Baltimore  in  1852.  The  comic  actor  performed  with  Laura  Keene's  company  in  New  York,  with 
Mrs.  Drew  at  the  Arch  Street  Theatre  in  Philadelphia,  and  with  William  Warren  in  Boston  before 
his  celebrated  partnership  with  Crane  that  would  survive  until  1889.  Their  initial  success  was  as 
the  quarreling  neighbors  in  Our  Boarding  House  (1877),  followed  by  The  Comedy  of  Errors 
(1878,  revived  1885),  Our  Bachelors  (1878),  Sharps  and  Flats  (1880),  Twelfth  Night  (1 881),  My 
Mother D in D Law  (1884),  and  their  biggest  success,  The  Henrietta  (1887).  After  the  team  split, 
Crane  continued  to  act  until  1917.  Among  his  most  notable  later  roles  were  the  manipulative,  but 
sympathetic  Hannibal  Rivers  in  The  Senator  (1890),  the  seemingly  innocent  W.  Farragut  Gurney 
in  For  Money  (1892),  and  the  likable  horse  trader  David  Harum  (1900).  Robson  continued  to 
appear  in  some  of  his  old  roles,  as  well  as  in  such  vehicles  as  The  Meddler  (1 898)  and  The  Gadfly 
(1899).  In  the  latter  he  was  praised  for  his  "wooden  countenance,  his  staccato  utterance,  and  his 
long  familiar  squeak."  In  an  age  when  many  a  clergyman  regularly  railed  at  theatre  people, 
Robson  took  pleasure  in  maintaining  a  scrapbook  filled  with  published  accounts  of  erring 
ministers.  Autobiography  (Crane):  Footprints  and  Echoes,  1927. 
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